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DO SEXUALLY VIOLENT MEDIA INDIRECTLY CONTRIBUTE TO

ANTISOCIAL BEHAVIOR?l

Introduction: The Indirect Effects Perspective

The research described below has focused on violent
sexual media, particularly rape.2 It demonstrates the
importance of analyzing media stimuli by the "messages" or
meanings they convey. Meaning is, of course, a function of
both the message and the receiver's interpretations of it.

The message given the most attention here involved the

consequences of sexual aggression. A series of experiments

found that rape depictions that showed the victim ultimately
deriving physical pleasure from her experience fostered
attitudes more condoning of aggression against women. Rape
depictions that portrayed the victim abhorring the experience,
on the other hand, were less likely to have such effects.

According to these findings, a PG-rated film showing rape
in a positive light could be more socially detrimental than an
x-rated film not showing sexual violence. The degree of
sexual explicitness, according to this approach, is less
relevant than the "message” behind the depiction of sexual
aggression.3

Besides discriminating among differing "messages" in

studying media stimuli, the research presented differentiates
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among media consumers. No influence works in a vacuum and
media influences are viewed as combining and interacting with
a variety of other influences —-- sometimes counteracting them,
sometimes reinforcing them and at other times not having much
of any effect.

The current strong interest in exploring a possible
relationship between pornography and crime has led to a search
for direct links between media exposure and deviant behavior.
People have sought an immediate causal connection between
media action and audience imitation. For example, a civil
suit brought against NBC alleged that a rape portrayal in a

television movie, Born Innocent, resulted in an imitation rape

by some juvenile viewers. However, because of the ethical
constraints against researchers' creating conditions that
might increase serious aggression (e.g., exposing individuals
to large doses of violent pornography and seeing if some
commit rapes). experimentation to study direct effects can
only be used to a very limited extent.

Beyond the dramatic popular notion of violent pornography
spurring a minority of sexual deviants and "weirdos" to
criminal acts, lies the far greyer, more complex, but also
potentially far more pervasive area of indirect effects. The
evidence in this paper suggests the prospect of a wide range
of media affecting the general population in a variety of
different ways. It looks at how an aggregate of media sexual
violence could affect a person’s attitudes, which are

concurrently being shaped by family, peers, other media
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messages and a host of other influences. Such attitudes might
contribute to stranger and date rape, a not-acted-upon desire
to be sexually aggressive, sanctioning the sexual aggression
of others, or sexist and discriminatory acts. Even when not
translated into violent behavior, such effects have wide

social implications.

e ———————————

Figure 1
O —

Elsewhere (Malamuth & Briere, in press), we described an
indirect effects model of the hypothesized development of
aggressive behavior against women (see Figure 1). To briefly
summarize this model, individual conditions and the broader
social climate are postulated as the originating influences on
the individual. The mass media is considered one of the many
social forces that may, in interaction with a variety of other
cultural and individual factors, affect the development of
intermediate attributes such as attitudes, arousal patterns,
motivations, emotions, and personality characteristics. These
intermediate variables, in complex interactions with each
other and with situational circumstances such as alcohol or
acute arousal, may precipitate behaviors ranging from passive
support to actual aggression.4 In addition to contributing to
attitude formation, the mass media may increase the recall or
"prime" antisocial thoughts, feelings, and behavioral urges

that were previously formed (Berkowitz, 1984).
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For some individuals antisocial acts may take the form of
violence that comes to the attention of the law, such as
"stranger" rape Or wife-battering. For others, these same
underlying factors may contribute to responses that are not
typically prosecuted, but instead are manifested as aggression
in dating situations or in laboratory settings, a reported
desire to commit acts of sexual violence, discrimination
against women, and/or expressed support for the sexual
aggression of others. We are not lumping illegal violence
together with all other antisocial behaviors but we are
suggesting that all these behaviors may share some underlying
causes, including media infuences.

This model indicates possible avenues by which cultural
forces such as the media may change a person's intermediate
responses and how such changes may ultimately affect his own
aggressive behavior under some circumstances. This model also
suggests that attitudinal changes of some people may affect
the aggressive behavior of others. If a person becomes more
tolerant of violence against women as a result of media
exposure or other causal factors, for example, he may change
his reactions to the sexual aggression of others even if his
own aggressive behavior is not altered.

This general model does not suppose a linear sequence of
events, but a reciprocating system of mutually influencing
factors -- as indicated by the upward arrows in Figure 1. For
example, mass media portrayals of sexual violence may

contribute to attitudes and perceptions which, in combination

4



Sexually Violent Media 5

with personality characteristics derived from aversive
childhood experiences, may result in sexual aggression on a
ndate." This aggression, especially if unpunished, might
produce a further alteration in attitudes and perceptions
(including of self), that could attract the individual to a
peer network supportive of sexual aggression. These peers,
themselves a product of "originating" and "intermediate"
variables, might then provide greater support and approval for
further sexual aggression.

We have suggested two possible routes culminating in
sexual aggression. First, an individual may “"progress"
through the stages hypothesized to produce sexual violence.
Second, mass media stimuli and other cultural influences may
impact on individuals not sexually violent themselves, but who
nevertheless, because of their negative attitudes toward
women, support and reinforce sexual violence in others. Such
support may manifest itself by blaming a rape victim,
supporting another man's aggression in a "locker room"
conversation, or even deciding gquilt as a jury member in a
rape trial. The jdea of such thought patterns encouraging
sexual violence is reminiscent of the w"cultural climate"
concept suggested by Brownmiller (1975). It argues that media
infuences that increase cultural supports for sexual
aggression need not produce immediate violence to have
seriously harmful effects. Of course, the indirect model need
not be restricted to sexual aggression but may apply to

nonsexual aggression as well. For example, media depictions



































































































